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ABSTRACT 



Recommendations for the aggressive recruitment of minority teachers are based on hypothesized 
role -model effects for minority students as well as evidence of racial biases among non-minority teachers. 
However, prior empirical studies have found little or no association between exposure to an own-race 
teacher and student achievement. This paper presents new evidence on this question by evaluating the 
test score data from Tennessee’s Project STAR class-size experiment, which randomly matched students 
and teachers within participating schools. Empirical results based on these data confirm that the racial 
pairings of students and teachers in this experiment were independently given. Models of student 
achievement indicate that a one-year assignment to an own-race teacher significantly increased the math 
and reading achievement of both black and white students by roughly three to four percentile points. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 



The economic literature on the policy determinants of student achievement has focused 
largely on the possible benefits of new educational resources that reduce class size and improve 
teacher salaries and training. However, the literature from other social sciences provides 
provocative evidence that several other contextual factors might also substantively influence the 
relationship between teachers, students and student achievement. In particular, the conventional 
wisdom among educators is that minority students are more likely to excel educationally when 
matched with teachers who share their race or ethnicity. The frequent calls for aggressive 
recruitment of under-represented minority teachers are typically motivated by the specific claim 
that such teachers are better-equipped to deal with the special needs of at-risk minority students 
and that they provide more effective role models (e.g. U.S. Department of Education, 1997; 
Graham, 1987; Ladson-Billings, 1994; NCTAF, 1996). There is also corresponding evidence that 
the racial pairings of teachers and students influence how teachers allocate their time in the 
classroom as well as their expectations and evaluations of students (e.g. Ferguson, 1998; Casteel, 
1998; Zimmerman et. al., 1995; Ehrenberg, Goldhaber and Brewer 1995). Yet, relatively few 
studies have attempted to identify the relationship between exposure to own-race teachers and 
subsequent levels of student achievement. And what evidence is available suggests that there is 
actually little association between student achievement and the racial match between teachers and 
students (Ehrenberg, Goldhaber and Brewer 1995, Ehrenberg and Brewer 1995). 

However, the appropriate specification for econometric models of student achievement is 
a controversial issue. For example, the contentious literature over whether "money matters" in 
models of student achievement has in part focused on specification issues like functional form 
and the role of omitted, endogenous or poorly measured variables (e.g. Burtless, 1996). In a 
recent contribution to this literature, Krueger (1999) examined data from the Project STAR 
experiment in order to address some of these specification issues as well as the relationship 
between class size and test scores. Tennessee's Project STAR (Student Teacher Achievement 
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Ratio) was a large-scale randomized experiment on the achievement benefits of small class sizes. 
It began in the 1985-86 school year with a group of over 6,000 students from 79 participating 
schools. The experiment continued through the third grade and ultimately included over 1 1,000 
students. 1 A key feature of the experimental design was the random assignment of both students 
and teachers to small classes, regular-sized classes and regular-sized classes with teacher aides 
within each school. Project STAR was not designed to evaluate the relationship between own- 
race teachers and student achievement. Nonetheless, this experiment provides a novel and 
potentially compelling opportunity to do so since the putatively random pairings of students and 
teachers should circumvent the non-random and possibly confounding assignments inherent in 
conventional data on student achievement. 2 

This study presents such test-score evaluations by relying on the recently released Project 
STAR Public Access Data. However, this study also presents evidence on whether the racial 
pairing of students and teachers actually satisfies the supposedly randomized experimental 
design. This is a relevant concern since attrition from the experiment and classroom 
reassignments ("treatment crossover") could have compromised the integrity of the experimental 
design (Krueger 1999, Hanushek 1999). The empirical results presented here suggest that these 
issues are not problematic in this context. In particular, auxiliary regressions indicate that the 
within-school variation in exposure to an own-race teacher is uncorrelated with other important, 
student traits (e.g. small class assignment, age, free-lunch status). 3 



1 Not surprisingly with an experiment of this scale and scope, there are a number of important issues with 
regard to its conduct that could threaten the resulting inferences (most notably, potentially non-random 
attrition and reassignment). Krueger (1999) addressed these concerns in the context of the class-size results 
and found that the conventional findings linking small classes with higher levels of student achievement 
were robust. This study presents similar evidence on whether these violations may be confounding in this 
context. 

2 Furthermore, because these students are “treated” and observed in their early stages of their formal 
schooling, the possible effects of own-race teachers may be more easily detectable in these data. Prior 
studies have evaluated college matriculation or test score gains among older students (Hess and Leal, 1997; 
Ehrenberg et al., 1995; Ehrenberg and Brewer, 1995). 

3 Furthermore, concerns about the possible biases due to reassignment and attrition are also addressed here 
in two other ways. One is by evaluating test score equations that include imputed data for students who left 
the experiment (Krueger 1999). The other is by generating 2SLS estimates of the effect of own-race 
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